Appraisal of two Mycobacterium leprae-specific serological assays for monitoring chemotherapy in lepromatous (LL/BL) leprosy patients.
Two of the Mycobacterium leprae-specific assays--a serum antibody competition (for an epitope on 35-kDa protein) test (SACT) and an enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) for the disaccharide epitope of phenolic glycolipid-I (PGDS)--were comparatively evaluated as tools for monitoring chemotherapy in 125 lepromatous leprosy (LL/BL) patients. An adaptation of the SACT from a radioimmunoassay (RIA) to an ELISA procedure is also described. A moderate but statistically significant correlation was observed between the assays, although SACT appeared to be the more sensitive of the two. Levels of antibodies correlated better with the bacterial index (BI) than with the duration of treatment. However, wide individual variations in antibody levels (for a specific duration of treatment or BI) were seen in treated as well as untreated patients. Anti-PGDS antibody response of the IgG type was poorer than that of the IgM type and, apparently, it did not have a bearing on either treatment duration or the BI. Further studies will be needed to clarify whether the treated patients showing a negative (or low) BI and high antibody levels were harboring hidden foci of active infection, and whether treatment could safely be terminated in patients showing low values for both BI and antibody.